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The Quest for a Theory of Everything 

Buried 330 feet beneath the border of 
France and Switzerland lies the world’s 
largest machine, a twenty-seven-kilometer 

 
1http://home.web.cern.ch/topics/large-hadron-collider 
(accessed 9/25/20). 
2An excellent analysis of the modern physicists’ quest 
for a theory of everything from a theistic perspective is 
Edgar Andrews, Who Made God? Searching for a 
Theory of Everything (Evangelical Press, Carlisle PA, 
2009), see esp. chapter 3. For a history of the Large 
Hadron Collider see Sean Carroll, The Particle at the 

serpentine coil known as the Large Hadron 
Collider. Inside this enormous particle 
accelerator, temperatures reach -271.3 degrees 
Celsius (-456.25 Fahrenheit), creating an 
environment where a series of 
superconducting magnets accelerate particles 
to nearly the speed of light.1 When these 
particles collide they split into subatomic 
particles, enabling scientists to search for the 
most basic particle of all, the elusive Higgs 
Boson.2 The total cost for locating the Higgs 
Boson has been estimated at $13.25 billion.3 
But the actual cost in terms of human 
investment is incalculable; the Large Hadron 
Collider represents the culmination of a quest 
going back approximately 2600 years, the 
search for the ultimate nature of reality.  

Philosophers refer to this quest as the 
“problem of the one and the many.” 
Essentially, the problem concerns whether the 
complexity of the universe can be reduced to 
some simple substance or whether the 
universe is sourced in an immaterial reality. 
Stephen Hawking, the twenty-first century’s 
most illustrious physicist, views Thales of 
Miletus (c. 624 – c. 546 BC) as the originator 
of the quest for a theory of everything and the 
ancient mathematician Pythagoras (c. 570 – c. 
495 BC) as the first “theoretical physicist.”4 
Thales stands at the head of a long line of 
philosophers and scientists who take a 
material approach toward resolving the 
problem; whereas Pythagoras represents 
another line who take an immaterial approach.  

Beginning with Thales, this essay will 
trace the development of both material and 
immaterial attempts to resolve the problem by 
working through the contributions of several 
ancient philosophers. It will then demonstrate 

End of the Universe: How the Hunt for the Higgs Boson 
leads us to the Edge of a New World (New York: 
Plume, 2012).  
3http://www.forbes.com/sites/alexknapp/2012/07/05/ho
w-much-does-it-cost-to-find-a-higgs-boson/ (accessed 
9/25/20). 
4Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, The Grand 
Design (New York, Bantam Books, 2010), 17-19.  

http://home.web.cern.ch/topics/large-hadron-collider
http://www.forbes.com/sites/alexknapp/2012/07/05/how-much-does-it-cost-to-find-a-higgs-boson/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/alexknapp/2012/07/05/how-much-does-it-cost-to-find-a-higgs-boson/
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that the quest for a solution finds its definitive 
resolution in the central Christian claim of the 
incarnation of the Son of God.  

 
Defining the Problem of the One and the 

Many 
Although he overstates his case, C. 

Marvin Pate argues, “The relationship 
between the ‘one and the many’ is the key 
construct that is the driving engine of the 
history of both Western philosophy and 
Christian theology.”5 The question that first 
ignited philosophical discourse among the pre-
Socratics in the sixth century BC and that 
continued to occupy the greatest philosophers 
for centuries thereafter was the question of 
“being.”6 The pre-Socratics were especially 
interested to discover whether the many—the 
visible diversity in the world—was reducible 
to a singular state of existence.7  

Greek philosophers were not primarily 
interested in modes of being such a quantity, 
motion, or life—modes that would eventually 
be associated with mathematics, physics, and 
biology—but being itself. What does it mean 
to predicate the notion of “being” or 
“existence”? Was “being” a singular state 
participated in by all things having the status 
of existence? Being, as the ancients would 
quickly discover, was not merely a noun (a 
being) but also a verb (to be).8  

 
5C. Marvin Pate, From Plato to Jesus: What does 
Philosophy Have to do With Theology? (Grand Rapids: 
Kregel, 2011), 15.  
6Joseph Owens claims that with Aristotle, 
“Metaphysical contemplation was established as the 
supreme purpose of human activity and so as the 
ultimate end to which all human life, public as well as 
private, had to be directed.” An Elementary Christian 
Metaphysics (Houston: Center for Thomistic Studies, 
1985), 26. 
7Frederick Copleston writes, “The Ionian philosophers 
were profoundly impressed with the fact of change, of 
birth and growth, decay and death. Spring and Autumn 
in the external world of nature, childhood and old age 
in the life of man, coming-into-being and passing-
away—these were the obvious and inescapable facts of 
the universe. . . . Perception of the constant process of 

This distinction between noun and 
verb ultimately led to a distinction in being 
between material and immaterial being. 
Etienne Gilson distinguishes between these 
two kinds of being, arguing that being itself is 
“existentially neutral.”9 Gilson illustrates this 
neutrality with Immanuel Kant’s distinction 
between $100 as a concept and 100 actual 
dollars. Kant demonstrated that being can be 
both an immaterial concept and a material 
substance. This conflict between material and 
immaterial being was fiercely debated among 
the early philosophers and finally resolved by 
the incarnation of Christ.  

 
The Pre-Socratic Quest for Being 

Two thought streams roughly 
paralleling Kant’s distinction between 
material and immaterial being emerged in 
early Greek philosophy. The majority of pre-
Socratic philosophers initiated the search for 
being without making a careful distinction 
between material and immaterial.10 They 
simply assumed a material solution could be 
found. A minority including Anaximander, 
Pythagoras and Anaxagoras also began to 
reason beyond a material solution immaterial 
solutions.  
 
The Quest for a Material Solution 

change, of transition from life to death and from death 
to life, helped to lead him, in the person of the Ionian 
philosophers, to a beginning of philosophy; for these 
wise men saw that, in spite of all the change and 
transition, there must be something permanent.” A 
History of Philosophy, Vol. 1 Greece and Rome (New 
York: Image Books, 1993), 17, 20. 
8Etienne Gilson develops this distinction in Being and 
Some Philosophers, 2nd ed. (Toronto: Pontifical 
Instituted of Mediaeval Studies, 1952), 2-3.  
9Ibid., 4 
10Copleston writes, “The antithesis between spirit and 
matter had not yet been grasped; so that, although they 
were de facto materialists—in that they assigned a form 
of matter as the principle of unity and primitive stuff of 
all things—they can scarcely be termed materialists in 
our sense of the word.” Copleston, 1:20.  
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Thales of Miletus first raised the 
problem of the one and the many when he 
posed the simple question “what is the world 
made of?” What motivated the question, and 
why Thales assumed the answer had to be a 
singular substance is not clear. Only fragments 
of his writings survived antiquity. But 
Aristotle tells us Thales observed moisture 
was present in all things, and that at the edge 
of every landmass was water. Apparently, the 
whole earth floated on water.11 Thales may 
also have observed that water solidified 
becomes hard, and water vaporized becomes 
air. 

Thales’ view that water is the 
primordial substance from which all things 
arise was quickly rejected by his successors. 
But Thales’ assumption that a unifying 
principle exists in nature has persisted to the 
present. Copleston argues,  

The only certain and the only really 
important point about Thales’ doctrine 
is that he conceived ‘things’ as varying 
forms of one primary and ultimate 
element. That he assigns water as this 
element is his distinguishing historical 
characteristic, so to speak, but he earns 
his place as the first Greek philosopher 
from the fact that he first conceives the 
notion of Unity in Difference . . . and, 
while holding fast to the idea of unity, 

 
11Aristotle, Metaphysics, 983b 20. Aristotle says, 
“Thales, the founder of this type of philosophy, says the 
principle is water (for which reason he declared that the 
earth rests on water), getting the notion perhaps from 
seeing that the nutriment of all things is moist, and that 
heat itself is generated from the moist and kept alive by 
it (and that from which they come to be a principle of 
all things). He got his notion from this fact, and from 
the fact that the seeds of all things have a moist nature, 
and that water is the origin of the nature of moist 
things.” Aristotle acknowledges that Thales’ view may 
have preceded Thales. “Some think that even the 
ancients who lived long before the present generation, 
and first framed accounts of the gods, had a similar 
view of nature; for they made Ocean and Tethys the 
parents of creation, and described the oath of the gods 

endeavors to account for the evident 
diversity of the many.”12  

 
 Aristotle tells us Anaximenes and 
Diogenes countered Thales’ view with the 
claim that “air was prior to water, and the 
most primary of the simple bodies.”13 William 
Lawhead suggests four reasons why 
Anaximenes found air a compelling solution 
to the problem of the one and the many. First, 
air is more extensive than water. Second, air is 
in all things including water and fire. Third, 
air is self-supporting unlike water which falls 
through air. Fourth, air is breathed by all 
living things.14  

Anaximenes also believed air could 
account for the problem of change through 
rarefaction and condensation. He believed 
warm air eventually becomes fire, and cold air 
condenses to cloud, then water, then mud and 
finally to stone thus solving the relationship 
between diversity and unity.15 Anaximenes’ 
view cannot be supported experimentally; 
nevertheless, the philosopher correctly 
recognized that a valid solution would need to 
have a robust explanation for change. 
Anaximenes thus advanced the discussion 
beyond merely a quest for being, to a 
recognition that the ultimate source should 
also account for change from the one to the 
many.  

as being by water.” Ibid. Brian Magee argues that what 
distinguished philosophers from religionists was their 
use of reason rather than revelation. “In the first place 
[the philosophers] were trying to understand the world 
by the use of their reason, without appealing to religion, 
or revelation, or authority, or tradition.” The Story of 
Philosophy: A Concise Introduction to the World’s 
Greatest Thinkers and Their Ideas (New York: Dorling 
Kindersley, 1998), 12. 
12Copleston, 1:23.  
13Metaphysics, 984a 5. 
14William Lawhead, The Voyage of Discovery, 3rd ed. 
(Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2007), 24.  
15Anthony Kenny, A New History of Western 
Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 13. 
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Aristotle tells us that after Anaximenes 
Hippasus of Metapontium and Heraclitus of 
Ephesus postulated fire as the primeval 
substance. Like Anaximenes, Heraclitus 
believed fire could account for change through 
condensation and liquefaction as it pursues a 
downward and upward path respectively. 
Copleston summarizes Heraclitus: “When fire 
is condensed it becomes moist, and under 
compression it turns to water; water being 
congealed is turned to earth. . .. The earth is 
itself liquefied and from it water comes, and 
from that everything else; for he refers 
everything to the evaporation from the sea.”16 

Xenophanes added earth to the options 
thus completing the circle of four basic 
elements: water, air, fire and earth. The earth, 
Xenophanes claimed, stretched down beneath 
his feet to infinity.17 Unlike his predecessors, 
Xenophanes does not appear to have 
attempted an explanation for change. 
However, Xenophanes does present his 
readers with an inchoate view of god as 
distinct from the earth. But even though 
Xenophanes was a monotheist, his god was 
impersonal and did not intervene in the 
terrestrial sphere. Xenophanes makes no effort 
to connect his one god to the many of 
creation. But after Xenophanes, god begins to 
make an appearance in ancient philosophy.18 

Aristotle acknowledges that ultimately 
these material solutions to the problem of the 
one and the many were insufficient because 
they failed to explain such concepts as 
goodness, beauty and change in nature.  

When these men and the principles of 
this kind had had their day, as the latter 

 
16Copleston, 1:41. 
17Kenny, 15.  
18On Xenophanes’ view of god, see Lawhead, 29.  
19Metaphysics, 984b 8. 
20Copleston, 1:27. 
21“He sought, like Thales, for the primary and ultimate 
element of all things; but he decided that it could not be 
any one particular kind of matter, such as water, since 
water or the moist was itself one of the ‘opposites,’ the 
conflicts and encroachments of which had to be 

were found inadequate to generate the 
nature of things men were again forced 
by the truth itself, as we said, to 
inquire into the next kind of cause. For 
it is not likely either that fire or earth 
or any such element should be the 
reason why things manifest goodness 
and beauty both in their being and in 
their coming to be.19 

 
Nevertheless, these early philosophers did 
succeed in raising the fundamental 
metaphysical question of existence. Copleston 
says, “In general … the main importance of 
the Ionians lies in the fact that they raised the 
question as to the ultimate nature of things, 
rather than in any particular answer which 
they gave.”20  
 
The Quest for an Immaterial Solution 

Not all of Thales’ successors countered 
his water solution with material solutions. 
Some began proposing immaterial solutions 
also. Anaximander, who could have been 
Thales’ pupil, was equally concerned to find 
the solution to the problem of the one and the 
many. But Anaximander could not understand 
how water could be ultimate since it could not 
account for change. He believed change could 
only come about through conflict, but how 
could conflict come about if only one element 
existed?  

Consequently, Anaximander 
concluded the ultimate principle was 
indeterminate.21 Anaximander called this 
indeterminate substance apeiron, a word that 
can refer to the “boundless”—because it has 

explained. If change, birth and death, growth and decay, 
are due to conflict, to the encroachment of one element 
at the expense of another, then . . . it is hard to see why 
the other elements have not long ago been absorbed in 
water. Anaximander therefore arrived at the idea, the 
primary element . . . is indeterminate. It is more 
primitive than the opposites, being that out of which 
they come and that into which they pass away.” 
Copleston, 1:24.  
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no edge—or the “eternal” or “ageless.” The 
apeiron is also infinite in time, otherwise 
something more primary would have to 
produce it. According to Lawhead, “The 
Boundless can be thought of as a reservoir 
from which all things and their qualities are 
produced.”22 Or it can be thought of as 
spinning off infinite worlds.23 But at the same 
time, it cannot be predicated of since such 
predication would imply specific measurable 
quantities—the very kind of materialism 
Anaximander attempted to avoid.  

Lawhead argues that Anaximander’s 
significance was “the fact that his theory 
moves in the direction of more abstract modes 
of thought.”24 Certainly aspects of the later 
Christian definition of God are latent in 
Anaximander’s apeiron though it is highly 
impersonal.  

Pythagoras, and the Pythagorean 
School he founded, also gave an enormous 
impetus to Anaximander’s quest for an 
immaterial solution. Pythagoras’ enduring 
fame rests largely on his contribution to the 
development of mathematics as a distinct 
discipline. Mathematics, the Pythagoreans 
believed, might hold the key to understanding 
the nature of the universe. Aristotle tells us, 

The Pythagoreans, who were the first 
to take up mathematics, not only 
advanced this study, but also having 
been brought up in it they thought its 
principles were the principles of all 
things. Since of these principles, 
numbers are by nature the first, and in 
numbers they seemed to see many 
resemblances to the things that exist 
and come into being—more than in 
fire and earth and water.25 

 
22Lawhead, 23.  
23“Once things had been separated off, the world as we 
know it was formed by a vortex movement or dine—the 
heavier elements, earth and water, remaining in the 
centre of the vortex, fire going back to the 
circumference and air remaining in between. The earth 
is not a disc, but a short cylinder ‘like the drum of a 
pillar.’” Copleston, 1:25.  

 
 Pythagoras seems to have been led to 
the primacy of numbers through his study of 
music. Aristotle says, “[The Pythagoreans] 
saw that the modifications and the ratios of the 
musical scales were expressible in 
numbers.”26 From this correlation between 
music and mathematics, Pythagoras further 
deduced, “Numbers seemed to be the first 
things in the whole of nature, they supposed 
the elements of numbers to be the elements of 
all things, and the whole heaven to be a 
musical scale and a number.”27  
 Geometry confirmed Pythagoras’s 
discoveries. That “things are numbers” can be 
deduced from the truth that the number one is 
equivalent to a point. Two points comprise a 
line. Three points form a surface, and four 
points make a solid or tetrahedron.28 Thus, by 
the addition of points, Pythagoras showed that 
a complex system of numbers lies behind the 
world of appearances.  
 The genius of Pythagoras’ solution to 
the problem of the one and the many derived 
from its ability to link Anaximander’s apeiron 
as an immaterial principle to the material 
world of appearances. Numbers limit and 
quantify the material world. But numbers also 
relate to the boundless since numbers lead to a 
contemplation of the infinite.  
 But Pythagoras’ solution also came up 
short since pure mathematics can hardly 
account for the personal aspects of life. For 
the Pythagoreans, the number ten—the 
Tetractys—held divine status and was even 
the recipient of a Pythagorean prayer. 

Bless us, divine number, thou who 
generated gods and men! O holy, holy 
Tetractys, thou that containest the root 

24Ibid., 24.  
25Metaphysics, 985b 24. 
26Metaphysics, 985b 31. 
27Metaphysics, 986a 1. 
28James Jordan is especially helpful on Pythagorean 
geometry. Western Philosophy: From Antiquity to the 
Middle Ages (New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Company, 1987), 23-24.  
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and source of the eternally flowing 
creation! For the divine number begins 
with the profound, pure unity until it 
comes to the holy four; then it begets 
the mother of all, the all-comprising, 
all-bounding, the first-born, the never-
swerving, the never-tiring holy ten, the 
keyholder of all.29 

 
Despite praying to the number ten, the 
Pythagoreans did not successfully show how 
number could account for the personal 
dimensions of human experience.  
 Lawhead contends that the 
Pythagoreans made two major contributions to 
philosophy. First, they correctly emphasized 
that one’s metaphysical theory should have 
some bearing on how one lives his life. 
Second, the Pythagoreans emphasized “form” 
or the “immaterial” over matter.30 This 
emphasis would influence Plato, Aristotle (to 
a lesser extent), Plotinus and many early 
Christian philosophers. 
 Anaxagoras offered a third alternative 
to an immaterial solution, although, ironically, 
he was at times a staunch naturalist.31 
Anaxagoras borrowed from Empedocles the 
notion that the world is full of indestructible 
materials. The mingling of these materials 
produces objects—a view that anticipated the 
later Epicurean approach to nature. However, 
unlike Empedocles, he did not reduce the 
world to earth, air, fire and water. Rather, he 
taught that all things composed of parts were 
ultimately underived.32  

Beyond all these material substances, 
Anaxagoras posited the existence of Nous or 
mind.33 Nous represents the presence of a 
primitive intelligent design, or teleology 
within nature. Nous, however, does not create 

 
29http://www.biographyonline.net/spiritual/pythagoras.h
tml (accessed 9/25/2020) 
30Lawhead, 27-28.  
31Lawhead relates that he was exiled from Athens on 
charges of heresy because he denies the sun was a god, 
claiming that it was a white-hot stone. Ibid., 38.  
32Copleston, 67.  

since matter is eternal. But Nous does 
energize matter. Copleston says, “Nous is not 
to be thought of as creating matter. Matter is 
eternal, and the function of the Nous seems to 
be to set the rotatory movement or vortex 
going in part of the mixed mass, the action of 
the vortex itself, as it spreads, accounting for 
the subsequent motion.”34  Nous, though it 
lacks the personal characteristics of the 
biblical god, does bring philosophy a step 
closer to recognizing a divine intelligence 
behind the universe.  

In summary, the pre-Socratics 
developed two kinds of solution to the 
problem of the one and the many. But none of 
these immaterial solutions ultimately proved 
satisfactory any more than did the material 
solutions. Further, none of the pre-Socratics 
seemed to have contemplated how the 
material and immaterial might come together 
in a single solution to the problem of the one 
and the many.   

 
The Great Debate: Plato and Aristotle 

continue the Quest for Being  
In a famous fresco, The School of 

Athens, the Italian Renaissance painter 
Raphael depicts the leading philosophers 
among the ancient Greeks. They are intensely 
engaged in contemplation, debate and 
experimentation. These philosophers made 
enormous contributions to the study of 
metaphysics, astronomy, mathematics, ethics, 
history, science and beauty. Nevertheless, 
Raphael’s focal point reminds us there was 
one great question that was central to ancient 
philosophy.  

 
The Platonic quest for an immaterial 

solution 

33Recently the American philosopher Thomas Nagle 
endorsed a view similar to that of Anaxagoras in Mind 
and Cosmos: Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian 
Conception of Nature is Almost Certainly False (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2012).  
34Ibid., 71.  

http://www.biographyonline.net/spiritual/pythagoras.html
http://www.biographyonline.net/spiritual/pythagoras.html
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At the center of Raphael’s painting 
stand the two greatest minds of ancient 
philosophy, Plato on the left, and his student 
Aristotle on the right. Plato points upward 
arguing that philosophers should bend their 
educational pursuits toward discovering the 
immaterial, invisible world above. Plato 
strongly favored the immaterial approach of 
Anaximander, Pythagoras and Anaxagoras 
toward a final resolution of the problem of the 
one and the many. Plato believed philosophy 
should liberate prisoners from the dark cave of 
ignorance allowing them to access the higher 
realm through reason (or through logos). The 
world of empirical deliverances was a shadow 
when contrasted with the world of forms 
outside the cave.35 

In his illustration of the Divided Line, 
Plato divides between the phenomenal 
(horāton) world of appearances accessible by 
sense perception and the intelligible (noēton) 
world of forms accessible by reason. The 
phenomenal world initially appears more 
substantial than the intelligible world. But 
metaphysically speaking, the phenomenal 
world is a world of shadows. And 
epistemologically speaking, this world is 
merely the world of opinion (doxa). On the 
contrary, the intelligible world is the world of 
true knowledge (epistēmē).36 

What drove Plato to these conclusions 
is not entirely clear. But Myles Burnyeat, 
reflecting on Plato’s divine craftsman in the 
Timaeus, writes, “He wants to see the entire 
universe as the product of order imposed on 
disorder, and by order he meant above all 
mathematical order.”37 Anthony Kenny also 
sees parallels between the Timaeus and the 
biblical account of the world’s origin, as well 
as points of significant departure. The 
Timaeus does suggest the present world had a 

 
35Plato, The Republic, Bk. 7 ch. 6-7. 
36Ibid. 
37Bryan Magee, The Great Philosophers: An 
Introduction to Western Philosophy (New York: 
Oxford, 1987), 27.  

beginning when, “The divinity who fashioned 
it had his eye on an eternal archetype.”38 The 
divinity also brought the universe into 
existence because he was “good” and “what is 
good is utterly free from envy or 
selfishness.”39  
 

The Aristotelian Quest for a Material 
Solution 

Despite Plato’s ingenious attempts to 
resolve the problem of the one and the many, 
his finest student sharply disagreed. Raphael’s 
painting depicts Aristotle offering a 
contradictory gesture, pointing to the created 
world of empirical deliverances around them 
as a legitimate object of study. A scientific 
investigation of nature dispels Plato’s shadows 
and discovers a beautiful world that is 
elegantly designed and purposeful, set in 
motion by the Prime Mover. Aristotle was 
especially interested in categorizing the 
various academic subjects and establishing the 
axioms by which these subjects should be 
pursued. He was also the first to map out the 
rules of logical procedure in his Organon. 
Thus Aristotle, though he is not a thorough-
going naturalist, does lend considerable 
support to the material resolution to the 
problem of the one and the many. He is 
concerned primarily with the visible world 
rather than the world of Plato’s supersensible 
forms.  

For Aristotle, “form” is the principle of 
development drawing living things to their 
mature states. Form begins as unrealized 
potentiality, pursues telos and reaches 
actualization of potentiality or entelechy. For 
example, an acorn is the unrealized 
potentiality of an oak. The process of 
becoming an oak is telos. And the mature oak 
tree represents the actualization of 

38Kenny, 55.  
39Ibid., 55.  
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potentiality. The whole process is one of 
entelechy.  

For Aristotle, form divides into four 
causes (1) material (2) efficient (3) formal and 
(4) final cause. To illustrate, consider a 
sculptor’s work on a statue. The statue’s 
material cause is marble—that is, what it is 
made of. Its efficient cause is the action of the 
hammer and chisel. Its formal cause is that 
which gives it identity; did the sculpture carve 
a horse, a man or a lion? Its final cause relates 
to the sculptor’s purpose; why did the 
sculpture carve it in the first place?  

Aristotle’s view of form including its 
division into four causes represents a 
significant advancement over Pre-Socratic 
reductionistic materialism. He recognizes 
material causes cannot adequately account for 
nature. Aristotle’s four causes suggest 
remarkable parallels to the biblical account of 
creation. The original substance of the 
creation was mere material. Genesis describes 
it as “formless and void.” But during the 
creation week God efficiently fashioned the 
material into individual entities. Adam 
recognized and named these entities 
identifying their formal cause. And the 
Scripture frequently speaks of creation’s final 
cause as glorifying the creator. Anthony 
Kenny, an agnostic philosopher offers a 
surprising admission when he detects these 
four causes in the creation of man.  

The book of Genesis offers us answers 
to the four causal questions set by 
Aristotle. If we ask for the origin of the 
first human being, for instance, we are 
told that the efficient cause was God, 
that the material cause was the dust of 
the earth, that the formal cause was the 
image and likeness of God, and that 
the final cause was for man to have 
dominion over the fish of the sea, the 
fowl of the air, and every living thing 
on earth.40  

 
 

40Kenny, 9-10.  

 
Image Credit: Pixabay 

 
 
Aristotle’s universe is purposive, 

teleologically ordered. Everything in it moves 
toward an end. Nothing is chaotic, 
meaningless, or out of control. This notion of 
all things moving to an end became an 
important feature of medieval Christian 
philosophy and of a modern design arguments 
for the existence of God. God is a God of 
order, design and purpose. His creation 
reflects his mind.  

Raphael’s painting of Aristotle and his 
mentor Plato with their respective gestures 
permanently frozen in time, leaves the viewer 
yearning for a final resolution. Is there a way 
to bring their respective worlds together? Or 
are we left having to side with one or the 
other? Plato and Aristotle took the question as 
far at the natural mind could resolve it. And 
two responses ensued. The Stoics and 
Epicureans abandoned the complex solutions 
of both Aristotle and Plato and returned to a 
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simplistic Pre-Socratic reductionism. Christian 
theology, however, advanced the discussion to 
a final resolution.  

  
The Stoic and Epicurean Regression 

On his second missionary journey, as 
he passed through Athens, the Apostle Paul 
encountered two active schools of philosophy 
in the first century, the Stoics and Epicureans. 
Both schools, but especially the Epicureans, 
aggressively sought to return metaphysics to a 
more simplistic foundation than that of either 
Plato or Aristotle.  

The Stoics advocated a pantheistic 
view of god together with a return to 
Heraclitus’ view of fire as the primeval 
substance. Kenny writes, “God is not separate 
from the universe but is a material constituent 
of the cosmos. In his prose writings Cleanthes 
expounded in detail the way in which the 
divine fiery element provided the vital power 
for all the living beings in the world.”41  

It is difficult to speak precisely of the 
Stoic view since the writings of the earliest 
Stoics have all been lost to time unlike several 
still extant Epicurean sources. But drawing 
from other ancient sources that commented on 
the Stoics, Kenny recreates the following 
system.  

The fully developed Stoic physical 
system can be summarized as follows. 
Once upon a time, there was nothing 
but fire; gradually there emerged the 
other elements and the familiar 
furniture of the universe. Later, the 
world will return to fire in a universal 
conflagration and then the whole cycle 
of its history will be repeated over and 
over again. All this happens in 

 
41Ibid., 81.  
42Ibid., 81-82.  
43Lives of Philosophers, Book X, sec.1.  
44Ibid., Book IX, sec. 12. 
45Letter to Herodotus.  
46In an extant fragment for On Nature Epicurus claims, 
“the nature of the universe consists of bodies and void.” 
And again, “The nature of all existing things is bodies 

accordance with a system of laws 
which may be called ‘fate’ (because 
the laws admit no exception), or 
‘providence’ (because the laws were 
laid down by God for beneficent 
purposes). The divinely designed 
system is called Nature, and our aim in 
life should be to live in accord with 
Nature.42 
 
 The Epicureans also returned to a 

more simplistic cosmology. Diogenes tells us 
Epicurus was a grammar teacher, but upon 
discovering the writings of Democritus, 
Epicurus’s mind was enflamed by 
philosophy.43 Democritus had introduced the 
term ατομος (“atom”) to philosophy, a word 
that literally means “uncuttable” or 
“indivisible.” Four of Democritus’s six 
“principal doctrines” as summarized by 
Diogenes are important to metaphysics.44 (1) 
The universe consists exclusively of atoms 
and the vacuum (“void”); all else is merely 
opinion. (2) There are infinite worlds, created 
and perishable, but composed of imperishable 
atoms (since nothing can be created from 
nothing). (3) Atoms are infinite in number. (4) 
Combinations of atoms account for fire, water, 
air, earth and all things.  

In his Letter to Herodotus, Epicurus 
claims “nothing is created out of that which 
does not exist.”45 Consequently, the universe 
remains permanently unchanged respecting its 
basic components, which neither come to be, 
nor cease to exist. These components are 
“bodies and space.”46 Without space, 
movement would be impossible.47 Bodies are 
“indivisible… completely solid in nature, and 
can by no means be dissolved in any part.”48 

and space.” Oates, Stoic and Epicurean Philosophers, 
46.  
47Epicurus believes he can trust the data of his senses 
and departs radically from Parmenides and Zeno’s 
denial of motion.  
48Letter to Herodotus. In a fragment, Epicurus writes, 
“the atom is a hard body free from any admixture of 
void; the void is intangible existence.” Oates, Stoic and 
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Space, “the void” or the universe, “has no 
limit; and as it has no limit, it must be 
boundless and not bounded.”49 Further, there 
are an infinite number of worlds both similar 
and dissimilar to this world since the total 
number of atoms cannot be exhausted.50 

Unlike the modern materialist, 
Epicurus maintained a belief in the soul. But 
the soul does not survive death, because it too 
is composed of atoms. “The soul is a body of 
fine particles distributed throughout the whole 
structure.”51 The soul is responsible for 
sensation—the reception of particles from 
external objects. While a person lives, the soul 
is “enclosed by the rest of the structure.” And 
at death, “the soul is released from the body; 
the body no longer has sensation.”52  

Like Epicurus, the Roman poet and 
Epicurean Lucretius derives his doctrine of 
atomism from the impossibility of 
nothingness. “Nothing can be produced from 
nothing.”53 The beginning of all things comes 
from “imperishable seed.”54 These seeds are 
equivalent to Democritus’s atoms. Lucretius 
also calls them “imperishable bodies,” “first 
bodies,” and “everlasting matter.”55 The end 
of all life mirrors the beginning of all things. 
“No single thing returns to nothing but at its 
dissolution everything returns to matter’s 
primal particles.”56 Lucretius also advances 
the doctrine of the void, which exists not only 
externally to things, but in things. Heavier 

 
Epicurean Philosophers, 46. Justin Martyr, who 
enjoyed as good a philosophical education as any ante-
Nicene Father describes the “first principles” of 
Epicurus. “Epicurus . . . says that the first principles of 
the things that exist are bodies perceptible by reason, 
admitting no vacuity [αμετοχα κενου], unbegotten, 
indestructible, which can neither be broken, nor admit 
of any formation of their parts, nor alteration, and are 
therefore perceptible by reason.” Justin Martyr, 
Hortatory Address to the Greeks in Alexander Roberts 
and James Donaldson, Ante-Nicene Fathers Vol. 1: The 
Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1994), 274. 
49Letter to Herodotus. Here Epicurus seems to borrow 
Anaximander’s απειρον, the “unlimited” or 
“indefinite.”  

bodies have less void within; lighter bodies 
have more void.57 

Atoms and the void constitute all of 
nature. Lucretius claims, “All nature, as it is in 
itself, consists of two things: there are bodies 
and there is void in which these bodies are and 
through which they move.”58 Objects, 
constituted of atoms, move through the void 
like fish pass through the water; just as water 
envelops the fish before, beneath, above, and 
behind as he slips through the medium, so 
bodies are enveloped by empty space.59 As 
another example, Lucretius points to the 
glittering dance of particles in a sunbeam. 
“When the sun’s rays . . . pass through the 
darkness of a shuttered room, you will see a 
multitude of tiny bodies all mingling in a 
multitude of ways inside the sunbeam, moving 
in the void.”60 

Both the Stoics and Epicureans viewed 
death as the finality of the self. Consequently, 
the Apostle Paul’s doctrine of resurrection met 
with fierce resistance on Mars Hill (Acts 17). 
Paul’s doctrine of the resurrection, however, 
reflected not only a different view of atoms 
and the void, but a whole different approach to 
metaphysics. It represented a significant 
advancement beyond the complex worldviews 
of Plato and Aristotle. It was part of a larger 
incarnational resolution to the ancient problem 
of the one and the many that the Stoics and 
Epicureans were unwilling to consider. 

50This view is expressed in both Letter to Herodotus 
and Letter to Pythocles.  
51Letter to Herodotus. 
52Ibid.  
53Book I, 154; Book II, 288. 
54Book I, 222. 
55Book I, 205-256. 
56Book 1, 245-249. 
57“But the heavier by contrast makes proclaim that is 
has more matter in it and much less void.” Book I, 366-
367. 
58Book I, 419-421. 
59Lucretius denies the Pre-Socratic assumption that 
nature is reducible to one principle. Book I, 419-429, 
690-704. 
60Book II, 114-118. 
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Outside of the Judeo-Christian faith, no 
religion claimed anything like a bodily 
resurrection.61 
 
An Incarnational Resolution to the Problem 

of the One and the Many 
 Considerable debate emerged among 
the church fathers regarding the merit of 
Greek philosophy. Some took a dim view of 
the merits of philosophy. Tertullian exclaimed 
“What is there in common between Athens 
and Jerusalem? What between the Academy 
and the Church? What between heretics and 
Christians? . . . Away with all projects for a 
‘Stoic’, a ‘Platonic’ or a ‘dialectic’ 
Christianity! After Christ Jesus we desire no 
subtle theories.”62 But Tertullian overstates 
his case. He himself was well-trained in 
philosophy, and he was only capable of 
recognizing the superiority of Christianity 
because he was well acquainted with the 
inadequacies of Greek philosophers.  
 Other fathers were more tolerant 
toward the philosophers than Tertullian, but 
like Tertullian, they recognized that 
Christianity surpassed in its explanatory 
power anything the ancients could offer. Justin 
Martyr was surprisingly generous, “Those 
who live according to reason are Christians, 
even though they are accounted atheists. Such 
were Socrates and Heraclitus among the 
Greeks, and those like them.”63 Justin adds, 
“Whatever has been uttered aright by any men 
in any place belongs to us Christians; for, next 
to God, we worship and love the reason 
(Word) which is from the unbegotten and 
ineffable God . . .. For all authors were able to 
see truth darkly, through the implanted seed of 
reason (Word) dwelling in them.”64 

 
61Resurrection scholar N.T. Wright has shown the 
uniqueness of Christianity on this point. “Christianity 
was born into a world where its central claim was 
known to be false. Many believed that the dead were 
non-existent; outside Judaism, nobody believed in 
resurrection.” N.T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son 

 Clement of Alexandria went so far as 
to claim that Greek philosophy was really a 
preparation for the gospel. 

Thus, philosophy was necessary to the 
Greeks for righteousness, until the 
coming of the Lord. And now it assists 
towards true religion as a kind of 
preparatory training for those who 
arrive at faith by way of 
demonstration. . .. For God is the 
source of all good things; of some 
primarily, as of the old and new 
Testaments; of others by consequence, 
as of philosophy. But it may be, indeed 
that philosophy was given to the 
Greeks immediately and primarily, 
until the Lord should call the Greeks. 
For philosophy was a ‘schoolmaster’ 
to bring the Greek mind to Christ, as 
the Law brought the Hebrews. Thus, 
philosophy was a preparation, paving 
the way towards perfection in Christ.65 

 
 John’s prologue certainly suggests 
there is something to the sympathies of both 
Justin Martyr and Clement. Pate claims, 
“Philosophy and its construct of the one and 
the many points toward the Incarnation of 
Jesus Christ, while Christian theology flows 
from the Incarnation like the budding of a 
beautiful flower.”66  

John writes, “In the beginning was the 
Word [Logos], and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. The same was in the 
beginning with God. All things were made by 
him; and without him was not anything made 
that was made.” These verses offer a strong 
suggestion that the immaterialist resolution to 
the problem of the one and the many was 
headed in the right direction. Plato was correct 

of God (Christian Origins and the Question of God, 
Vol. 3) (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), 35. 
62Tertullian, De praescriptione haereticorum, 7.  
63Justin, Apology 1.46. 1-4. 
64Ibid., 2.13.  
65Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 1.5.28.  
66Pate, 11-12.  
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in his view that there is a world beyond the 
deliverances of human empirical faculties. 
There is a Logos, a rational order and structure 
that precedes the created world.  

John’s Gospel frequently returns to 
this theme. Jesus says in John 8:23 “You are 
from below; I am from above. You are of this 
world; I am not of this world.” And in John’s 
prologue the apostle will describe Jesus both 
as “the light that shines in darkness that 
cannot be overcome” (1:5) and “the true light 
which gives light to everyone” (1:9). Whether 
John was familiar with Plato’s allegory of the 
cave is impossible to know, but certainly his 
account presents a similar idea. The author of 
Hebrews also depicts Abraham as seeking a 
more substantial city than cities encountered 
during his earthly pilgrimage. “For he was 
looking forward to the city that has 
foundations, whose designer and builder is 
God” (Heb. 11:10).  

However, Plato’s glib dismissal of the 
lower world cannot be so easily reconciled 
with the Johannine worldview as first appears. 
In John 1:3 the Apostle introduces the Logos 
with the personal pronoun “him.” For Plato, as 
also for Aristotle, God was impersonal. But 
John’s Logos is a person you can know—not 
merely an impersonal rationality structuring 
the world.  
In John 1:14, this person becomes embodied 
as a human. “And the Word was made flesh, 
and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, 
the glory as of the only begotten of the 
Father,) full of grace and truth.” This Person 
comes to live inside his creation in a human 
body.  
 

 
Image Credit: Pixabay 

 
In his first epistle, John describes the 

humanity of Christ in very scientific terms. 1 
John 1:1 records, “That which was from the 
beginning, which we have heard, which we 
have seen with our eyes, which we have 
looked upon, and our hands have handles, of 
the Word of life.” Here Jesus is detectable by 
three of our five senses. For Plato, the world is 
full of shadows. But Jesus has a body. And in 
John’s account of the doubting Thomas, the 
Apostle is emphatic that Jesus is no ghost. 
John 20:27 Then [Jesus] said to Thomas, “Put 
your finger here, and see my hands; and put 
out your hand, and place it in my side. Do not 
disbelieve, but believe.” 
So, Aristotle is also correct, the lower world is 
a legitimate object of study, for the simple 
reason that Jesus took a body and came into 
it.” John also tells his readers in verse 1:14 
that to comprehend the invisible God we need 
to comprehend a human. To see Christ in the 
flesh is to see the very glory of the Father. 
Jesus will say to Philip, “if you’ve seen me, 
you’ve seen the Father” (John 14:9).   

Central to Johannine theology is the 
doctrine of the incarnation of God. In the 
incarnation we clearly have an affirmation and 
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union of both worlds. This central truth of the 
incarnation of God was so important to the 
early church, that it was the center of 
theological discussion and occupied a whole 
series of church councils for nearly 500 years. 
In the incarnation of Christ, the one and the 
many are permanently conjoined. And in the 
incarnation of Christ, including his permanent 
incarnation through resurrection, God and 
man can be permanently conjoined.  
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Crimes are behaviors that defy official, 
written norms, or laws (Bartol & Bartol, 
2014). Because the quality of a community is 
largely defined by its deterioration and crime 
rates (Lei & Beach, 2020), it is important to 
learn how to prevent crime. For successful 
crime prevention, forensic psychologists must 
be able to identify possible causes of 
deviance, or behaviors that defy societal 
norms (Bartol & Bartol, 2014). For the 
purpose of this analysis, these explanations are 
described as socio-psychological theories of 
deviance, or the theoretical application of 
society’s effect on an individual’s psyche 
(King & Noerr, 2020). Though not all 
deviance is criminal and vice versa, most 
offenders have had a history of deviance, 
which can include anti-social behavior like 
cheating on a test or even speeding. 
Researchers seek to identify causal factors for 
deviant behaviors in an attempt to reduce 
crime and prevent recidivism (Wojciechowski, 
2020). The present analysis reviews the most 

updated socio-psychological (learning, strain, 
and control) and biblical theories of deviance 
in an attempt to establish a more effective 
criminological theory.  

 
Learning Theories 

 
Differential Association Theory (1939) 

Rather than describing the criminality 
of a community by the goals of its individuals, 
Sutherland set out to describe the criminality 
of individuals by the goals of their community 
(Bartol & Bartol, 2014). He found that people 
tend to develop the qualities of the groups in 
which they belong. In psychology, this 
phenomenon is known as “associating,” 
because the individual is learning and 
adopting the behaviors that are associated with 
the people they share emotional bonds with 
(Brewer et al., 2019). Sutherland believed that 
deviance in adolescence was learned by the 
peers the youth associate with. He named this 
theory “differential association theory,” 
(DAT) (Bowan et al., 2019).  

If deviance is learned by peer 
influence, then it could be implied that there 
are methods for negative influence. One study 
has shown that there are four primary 
persuasion techniques individuals use to 
convince their peers to deviate: persistent 
offers to offend; coercion; simple suggestions; 
and minimizing the possibility of 
consequences (Costello & Zozula, 2018). 
Each of these methods are most commonly 
explained through the idea of “peer pressure.” 
No matter what persuasion method is used, as 
soon as an individual associates an offense 
with more positive attributes than negative, 
they are extremely likely committing that 
crime (Boman et al., 2019).  

Though a seemingly flawless theory 
for the field of criminal socio-psychology, 
DAT does not fully explain behavior. It is 
simple to acknowledge that people will 
develop the behaviors of those they spend the 
most time with (Costello & Zozula, 2018). 


